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What Is History?

Every semester in undergraduate historical methods classes across the country,
students are asked, ‘‘What is history?’’ Students respond in a variety of ways.

‘‘History is everything that has happened in the past.’’ ‘‘History is our interpretation
of the past.’’ ‘‘I saw a movie about the American Revolution last night, but it cer-
tainly wasn’t historical.’’ ‘‘If you know the past, you can predict the future.’’ Each
answer may contain some kernel of truth, but none seems to describe precisely what
history is. Further reading and class discussion sometimes clarifies, but occasionally
muddles, the issue. Perhaps the better question would be to ask, ‘‘What is history
and why do we seem to care so much about it?’’ In short, what is history, why
is history important, and how has our understanding of the past evolved over time?

Throughout the ages, various cultures have told stories about their past. Part
entertainment, part chronicle of events, part myth and popular memory, history
might offer knowledge about important traditions and teach a moral lesson, but
little more. It was not until the nineteenth century that scholars began to recog-
nize the study of the past as a discipline that could provide a perspective for
understanding the world in which one lives. As such, history is not a collec-
tion of facts about the past whose primary value is to improve one’s skills
while playing trivia games; it is an interpretation of the past based on the
weight of the available evidence. Despite the controversy between those who

see history as a science that uncovers universal laws and those who see it as a

humanity that engages a combination of reason and imagination to recreate the

past, large numbers of well-educated individuals—from political leaders, to busi-

nessmen, to lawyers—turn to history for the sense of perspective it provides. Pop-

ular claims aside, history cannot predict the future (if it could, professional

historians would spend less time in archives and more time at the racetrack),

but it can convey a sense of what is deeply rooted in a culture and what is
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ephemeral, and by extension what is important and what is not. And historical

interpretations are subject to change. For example, fifty years ago most American

historians believed that the overwhelming majority of colonial Americans were

liberal, meaning that they embraced individual rights and participated in early

forms of capitalism prior to the American Revolution. More recent research

on early America has shown that many colonists placed community values before

those of the individual and had only a rudimentary stake in early capitalist enter-

prises. The informed public has a need to understand how past events gave direc-

tion to the historical trajectory leading to the present. Only then can one make

sense of the factors that give rise to and influence the way people think and act in

the contemporary world. History conveys a perspective that enables individuals to

understand how a culture or society arrived at the particular historical moment,

how it views itself, how it sees its place in the world, and by extension, the likely

range of reactions of a society or culture to future events.
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